Although the stigma surrounding mental illness is often invisible, its effects are profound. As Heather Stuart (Bell Mental Health and AntiStigma Research Chair at Queen's University, Canada) recently stated, 'Not a week goes by that I don't hear a person with a mental illness tell me she or he wished they had had cancer because it is more acceptable. That breaks my heart.' 1 Recognising that stigmatisation and the fear of stigmatisation often stop people with mental illness from seeking help, the issue has become a priority for governments and private organisations alike. A first step in dealing with the issue is to make stigma more visible both within the public realm and within the health care system itself. Stigma is embedded in beliefs, values and policies but it also shapes the way that health care providers care for those with mental illness. It makes effective care more difficult to obtain, no matter how much funding mental health attracts or how deeply committed the health care system is to finding solutions.
Theatre can, and is, playing a vital role in changing this picture by unsettling assumptions about mental illness and creating space for health care providers as well as the general public to respond differently. In this chapter, I consider some of the most salient political and ethical dimensions of evolving practices in research-based theatre, asking how clinicians and social science researchers working in the field of mental health can engage with applied theatre to effectively combat stigma and open up the confined spaces within which 'alternative mental experiences' are so frequently misunderstood.
The term 'research-based theatre', which has recently come into wider usage from work conducted primarily in the field of education, refers both to the use of dramatic form to capture research knowledge and to the analysis of research data using theatrical techniques.
2 Social scientists and others new to the practice of research-based theatre often collaborate with experienced theatre practitioners to create and produce research-based theatre. Within the context of these collaborations, tensions often arise as two worlds with differing cultures and norms merge. Some of the key issues that arise and that are examined in this chapter are: the degree of autonomy granted to actors as well as to authors and members of the audience, especially in terms of making meaning from theatre; issues of voice and who is entitled to speak for whom, not just on stage but in, and through, interpretation of the performance; the tension arising in research-based theatre between aesthetics and the importance of accurately representing research findings; the body and physicality in the performance of physical and mental illness.
Theatre and mental health
The theatre can take statistics and transform them into personal stories; the theatre can be a true voice of people who are struggling with various aspects of the stigmatization issue; the theatre can open up the irony of the creation of 'the other' in a world where in fact there is only 'us' and in doing so, re-personalize 'the other'.
3
Theatre for Living, a Vancouver-based theatre group, has won multiple awards in its 31-year history of creating theatre that tackles sensitive social issues and challenges social injustice. Evolving from Augusto Boal's 'theatre of the oppressed', the approach they adopt is intentionally focused on creating theatre as a means of social change. A recent production, Maladjusted, was both created and performed by persons who have themselves struggled with mental health issues. The play is intended to assist social service agencies and governments who are prepared to confront stigmatisation and work toward changes that will ensure that mental health services are more effective in meeting the needs of those with mental illness. The play is, therefore, an example of socially engaged theatre that claims usefulness along with a central role for those who would not normally become involved in making theatre. This is, as James Thompson suggests, a kind of theatre practice that is 'wedded to vital issues and one that values debate'; it also aims to balance 'the pragmatism involved in making itself relevant in difficult environments with the idealism of a belief in transformation '. 4 
